
The student perspective:  
Top tips for student engagement in an  
online environment
We were keen to consider the student voice around contemporary issues that  
influence engagement in an online environment. 

We therefore collaborated with our colleagues at sparqs (Student Partnerships in 
quality Scotland) to source these ‘Top Tips’ from student sabbatical officers  
in November 2020.

Heloisa Fyfe 
Vice President for 
Reps and Volunteers 
Edinburgh Napier  
University

 + Make sure that you are approachable. Now that  
students don’t have that opportunity to come up to 
you and ask you a question after class you need to 
ensure that they still feel comfortable sharing any 
questions or issues with you. So, you could offer 
some 5-10min 1 to 1 sessions for the students. Or set 
up an MS Teams or Moodle chat where they can ask 
you questions about coursework etc more informally 
than in an email. 

 + Encourage students to turn their cameras on during 
class. Ask them to do it at the beginning of the  
lecture or encourage them in a creative way eg:  
‘wear your Christmas jumper day’ or ‘show us your 
pet day’. It’s a vicious circle, the more  
students have their cameras off - the more other  
students will also be tempted to turn theirs off. All 
cameras being off creates a disengaging and  
impersonal classroom environment. And ultimately 
students don’t know who their classmates are. 

 + Support Programme Reps in communicating with  
students. Give them a couple of minutes at the  
beginning of a lecture to talk to their classmates, 
remind the students who the Rep is and encourage 
them to get in touch with them if they have issues. 

https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/index.php


Amy McLuckie 
Co-President Central 
Scotland’s Rural  
College (SRUC)

 + Allow time for Class Reps to speak to their peers - 
there aren’t the same opportunities for students to 
gather feedback in ways they would on campus  
(chatting at the end of lectures, in corridors etc). 
Scheduling in time before the lecture break/end of the 
session could be helpful. It may be obvious, but it’s 
important the lecturer isn’t present in the call at this 
point. I’d also second reminding cohorts who their 
class rep is.  At SRUC we also implemented a project, 
#SpeakEasy, where students are given 10 minutes 
at the end of their session alongside a conversation 
prompt. It has had varied success - some classes 
don’t find it necessary (particularly years 3/4 who 
have already established friend groups) and others 
have altered the session to be more applicable to the 
cohort.

 + Dedicated non-class sessions where students can 
chat about anything or speak to their class rep about 
feedback they might have is another idea. Though, we 
do need to be mindful of screen time.

 + Thinking about how to encourage students to use 
their cameras can be really important in building a 
sense of community.  There are some alternative 
methods which are also important, particularly for 
those that don’t have a webcam or aren’t comfortable 
using it yet. Mentimeter can be a fun way to get  
students engaged without the need for cameras.  
Allowing students the options of having a “camera 
on/off” status when going into breakout rooms is a 
fantastic idea as it allows students to do what is most 
comfortable for them. Expanding on the idea, we had 
thought students could also opt for “either” as it might 
help with breakout room sizes. 

 + The fewer the online platforms, the better. We have 
found it gets a bit confusing for students when they 
have to learn and remember how to use/access  
different online lecture platforms for each class.

 + It might be helpful if lecturers facilitate time for  
students to set up group chats. This allows them the 
opportunity to get to know each other a bit less  
formally and may help with making classes more  
comfortable in engaging with each other. 



Fizzy Abou Jawad 
Vice President  
Education 
University of  
Edinburgh

 + Students appreciate having scheduled in Q+A  
sessions after learning new material, they have been 
engaging with teaching staff in these sessions more 
than they typically would in person (in some cases). 
The success of these sessions comes when staff 
have created a welcoming and inclusive environment 
for students, enabling them to feel able to speak up - 
or use the chat function if they’d prefer. 

 + Having a 5-10-minute buffer period at the beginning 
of an online session - with a topic of discussion / ice 
breaker which not only allows students to get  
comfortable with the teaching staff but also allows for 
comfort breaks / time to make a coffee for students 
who’ve had back to back online classes. The buffer 
period enables them to be more engaged with the 
class afterwards.

 + Outside of class time, students are positively receiving 
opportunities to engage with staff in an informal  
manner. Some schools are facilitating this with  
‘lecturer talks’ where lecturers are given the  
opportunity to introduce a topic to students  
(potentially outside of what they would typically be 
teaching students) and there’s a chance for informal 
discussion where students and staff are able to get to 
know one another better.

Advance HE’s Connect Benefit Series

Advance HE’s December Connect Benefit Series follows the theme of  
student engagement. Students’ sense of belonging is developed through  
engaging and socially constructed learning experiences; this is a challenge 
that is further emphasised on a physically distanced campus.

Find out more >

We are very grateful to Heloisa, Amy and Fizzy for these excellent contributions, 
and to our collaborators at sparqs (Student Partnership in Quality Scotland) for their 
help in curating them’.For more information about the excellent work that sparqs 
undertakes to support student engagement in the quality of the learning experience 
across the Scottish HE sector please see sparqs.ac.uk.

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/membership/member-events/december
https://www.sparqs.ac.uk/

